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The new study has been prompted 
by indications from researchers 
at Australia’s Casey Station which 
suggest the subglacial basins could 
make the East Antarctic ice sheet more 
vulnerable in a warming world. Satellite 
data suggest that the Totten Glacier, 
which dominates the ice of the Aurora 
subglacial basin, appears to be losing 
ice at its downstream edge.
“We are getting more science 
done with less oil using this 
old airframe with modern 
engines”
In the past, scientists surveying 
the Antarctic ice sheets relied either 
on heavy cargo planes with poor fuel 
efficiency but long range, or lighter 
planes with better fuel efficiency but 
short range. With the plane designed 
for the current studies, the team have 
upgraded an old Second World War 
DC-3 with a suite of geophysical 
instruments to map the thickness of 
the ice sheet and measure the texture, 
composition, density and topography 
of rocks below the ice.
“We are getting much more science 
done with less oil using this old 
airframe with modern engines,” said 
Don Blankenship, a research scientist 
at the Jackson School of Geosciences 
at the University of Texas at Austin, one 
of the invesigators involved.
In December, the research 
team — Investigating the Cryospheric 
Evolution of the Central Antarctic Plate 
(ICECAP) — will fly the modified aircraft 
to begin the study. Data from the 
project will help model East Antarctic 
ice stability, forecast how ice might 
react to climate change, and show its 
potential impact on global sea level.
The chemistry of the thick ice 
might also solve a mystery about 
past climate. Antarctic ice cores have 
already revealed aspects of the Earth’s 
climate dating back 800,000 years. 
Farther back, around one million years 
ago, the Earth’s climate changed in 
a way that caused ice ages to come 
and go much more rapidly than before. 
Researchers have long wondered what 
caused the shift. Australian researchers 
with ICECAP will search for sites to 
drill new ice cores with the potential to 
extend ice core records to beyond one 
million years.Britain’s lower house of Parliament 
last month agreed to a shake-up of 
human embryology for the first time 
in 20 years, opening up new research 
opportunities. MPs voted for a series 
of measures that includes allowing 
scientists to produce human–animal 
hybrid embryos for stem cells and the 
use of ‘saviour siblings’ to provide 
bone marrow or umbilical cord tissue 
for treating genetic conditions.
Although this was the third reading 
of the bill before parliament, which is 
often almost a formality, there was still 
considerable debate, partly because 
the bill includes abortion legislation. 
The prime minister, Gordon Brown, 
is strongly in favour of stem-cell 
research and supports the bill. But 
much of the controversy about the 
bill concerned the late scheduling of 
a number of measures concerning 
abortion which meant that there was 
not enough time to address them.
And in Newcastle, one of Britain’s 
leading centres for research on stem 
cells, Colin McGuckin, professor of 
regenerative medicine, announced 
last month that he was leaving his 
post to move to Lyon because of 
a lack of funding support for adult 
stem-cell research as opposed to 
embryonic stem cells. He said that the 
government was prioritising work on 
embryonic stem cells ahead of work 
with adult stem cells. 
McGuckin plans to leave for the 
University of Lyon in January with a 
research team of around ten, including 
Britain’s parliament has backed 
moves to create one of the most 
liberal human embryology experiment 
regimes, but not everyone is happy. 
Nigel Williams reports.
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Moving on: The UK parliament is backing new measures to bolster human embryo stem-cell 
research. (Photo: Professor Miodrag Stojkovic/Science Photo Library.)
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Richard Dawkins, the renowned 
science publiciser, retired from his 
Oxford post as Simonyi Professor for 
the Public Understanding of Science 
last month, after 12 years, but it was 
no quiet exit: he is currently supporting 
an advertising campaign proclaiming 
atheism that is winning growing 
public support. His latest book, The 
God Delusion, has sold a spectacular 
1.5 million copies, a very respectable 
number, even against his bestseller, 
The Selfish Gene, published in 1976. 
But Dawkins is less than sanguine 
overall about the public understanding 
of science, in spite of the support for 
the new campaign. He believes there 
is a battle taking place in Britain, as 
in many other countries, between 
the forces of reason and religious 
fundamentalism and it is far from won. 
He is one of its most famous and 
prolific combatants.
The new campaign in Britain, 
spearheaded by television comedy 
writer, Ariane Sherine, has adverts on 
the side of buses with the message: 
‘There is probably no God. Now stop 
worrying and enjoy your life.’ Sherine 
had hoped to raise £5,500 from 
supporters, which Dawkins said he 
would match, but, within a few days of 
launch, public donations had already 
reached £115,000.
The campaign is partnered by 
the British Humanist Association, 
a charity representing the interests 
of ethically concerned but non-
religious individuals in the UK. The 
advertising campaign is now likely to 
run nationally on buses, trains and 
billboards.
Dawkins’ retirement posed a 
big headache for Oxford, but the 
university announced last month that 
the mathematician Marcus du Sautoy 
would take up the Simonyi chair in 
December. He has a public profile in 
Britain and beyond as the presenter 
of the Royal Institution’s Christmas 
lectures in 2006 and of a current 
series on the history of maths for the 
BBC.
Although he realises he will be 
quizzed about religion he is keen to 
stress “my focus is mainly on trying 
to excite people about science, why I 
do it, how it impacts on your life,” he 
said.
The chair was set up in 1995 for 
Dawkins by the computer scientist 
Charles Simonyi to allow him the time 
to continue writing and disseminating 
his work. Simonyi was Microsoft’s 
chief software architect for a decade 
until 1991.
Richard Dawkins retired from his 
prestigious chair at Oxford University 
last month but is still championing 
evolution, writes Nigel Williams.
Out but not down
Battle bus: Richard Dawkins is helping to fund bus adverts proclaiming atheism as he retires 
from his Oxford post. (Picture: http://richarddawkins.net/)his research partner Nico Forraz. He 
plans to open the world’s biggest 
institute devoted to cord blood and 
adult stem cells.
McGuckin has been a leader of 
researchers working in the UK on 
stem cells derived from babies’ 
umbilical cord blood. The method 
is less controversial than embryo-
derived stem cells as no embryo is 
destroyed in the process. 
He told the Times Higher Education 
that France had kept a “much more 
reasoned balance”. He said that 
France is very supportive of adult 
stem cells because “they know that 
these are the things that are in the 
clinic right now”.
But the government did face 
some rebellion, including from its 
own party. Several MPs were still 
worried about the creation of hybrid 
embryos — those using an animal 
egg. One member was worried about 
the potential of such a development 
to create ‘humanzees’ and that a 
loophole would allow attempts to 
use human sperm to fertilise animal 
eggs. Another MP said the bill would 
exclude this, since it prohibited the 
mixing of human and animal gametes, 
except with a licence.
The minister responsible for 
the bill’s passage through 
parliament said that it was 
right that MPs concentrate on 
the rules governing stem-cell 
research
But most concern came from the 
abortion issues — with claims that 
amendments to allow nurses to carry 
out abortions, legalisation of abortions 
in Northern Ireland, and an end to the 
‘two doctor’ rule, which requires two 
doctors to sanction an abortion, had 
been deliberately scheduled late to 
prevent their discussion and ensure the 
embryology legislation could go ahead.
But ministers defended their 
tactics; Dawn Primarolo, the minister 
responsible for the bill’s passage 
through parliament, said that it was 
right that MPs concentrate on the 
rules governing stem-cell research. 
She said the bill had 81 hours of 
debate and there were no plans to 
allocate more time to it.
